
    Gregory the Great (c.540-604) 

1. Universally Admired 

a. Called St. Gregory the Great, Gregory Dialogus, Father of Christian Worship, “the last good 

Pope” (Calvin) etc… 

b. Honored on September 3rd in the LCMS, along with some Anglicans and Roman Catholics.  

Also honored on March 12th by the Eastern Orthodox, some Roman Catholics, some 

Anglicans, and some Lutherans.  The reason for this is after Vatican II (1969) the LCMS 

followed the Roman Church in moving his day to September, as did some Anglicans.   

c. Some consider him the last great father in the West of the patristic (church father) period, 

with John of Damascus being the last overall (in the Syrian East).  Only exception might be a 

good word for Bede the Venerable in England.  

 

2. Early Life and Influences 

a. Born in Rome, the political and cultural situation of Rome and Italy as whole was quite 

volatile and problematic.   

b. A plague had swept through Italy when he was a small boy, decimating the population by 

about 30-40 percent, and causing many to think the end was near.   

c. Rome’s population had also been partially destroyed by war, and Gregory’s family spent 

some time in Sicily to “weather the storm.”   

d. As the son of a family with noble Roman heritage, Gregory received a fairly extensive and 

good education, with other Christians of the era noting his mastery of many subjects.   

e. His family was also well connected with the church, as his great-great-grandfather had been 

the Bishop of Rome, and his mother and aunts were known for their piety.   

f. Because of his connections and abilities, he would spend some time as the “prefect of 

Rome” which is roughly equivalent to our “governor” or “mayor.”   

g. Like many Christian men in the larger cities, Gregory was attracted to the monastic life in 

order to keep oneself unspotted from the world.  After this father died, he converted their 

family villa into an early “St. Andrew’s Monastery.”  However, this was still done in the city, 

and he regularly interacted with the community.   

h. The Bishop of Rome, Pelagius II, chose Gregory to be his ambassador to Constantinople in 

579, which by this point had superseded Rome in virtually every area.  He was to ask for 

military aid because of the constant raids, which never came to fruition.   

i. Gregory did however defend the fullness of Christ’s resurrection based on Scripture, against 

the Bishop of Constantinople, who seems to have been confused on the issue.  The Christian 

Emperor then had the Bishop of Constantinople’s books destroyed and this incident was 

considered his only true triumph.  The Bishop would later recant this position as he neared 

death.  He was also greatly admired by the aristocratic Christian women who viewed him as 

a great teacher and guide, in spite of his lack of Greek.   

j. After yet another round of plague striking Rome in 590, Gregory was elected Bishop of 

Rome to succeed Pelagius II.   

 



3. St. Gregory the Great    

a. One of his most important acts was to send missionaries to England (Augustine of 

Canterbury) which led to the Christianizing of the Angles and the Saxons.  Eventually the 

Dutch and the Germans would receive the gospel via England.  Gregory himself at first 

wanted to go, but thought better of it because of his duties as Pastor/Bishop of Rome. The 

British were so appreciative they would call him “Our Gregory” for many years.   

b. Gregory also revised the Divine Service liturgy, putting in a form that most liturgical Western 

Christians are familiar with to this day.  His impact on music later caused many to attribute 

the notated music of the church a couple of centuries later to him, and to this day it is 

known as “Gregorian Chant,” as it originated in Rome, and because it was known that 

Gregory had some schooling in music.   

c. Gregory set up an entire system of relief and assistance for the poor and destitute of Rome, 

which was enormously important after the plagues and war that had been ravaging the city 

for decades.  There were also a large amount of refugees, do the Lombard invasions in the 

north of Italy.  He even sent out large amounts of church workers to those who were too ill 

or infirm to gather for the meals and food distributions.   

d. Because of his charitable work and living an upright life, he became enormously popular in 

Rome, so much so that they looked to him for political leadership and the office of prefect 

was vacant while he was bishop.  Because of this, the Bishop of Rome began to gather 

political power it never had before, which would lead to great abuses centuries later.   

e. Throughout his life he would write of the huge burden and duties that came with his office, 

which he never truly embraced, preferring a simple life of prayer and study to the rigors of 

leading so large a church (and sometimes the city itself).   Striking this balance was a task 

that led to his most famous work (The Pastoral Rule).   

f. After his death, he was called a saint and honored almost immediately by popular acclaim.   

Major Works 

The Book of Pastoral Rule  The book on Pastoral Care for almost 1500 years! 
Commentary on Job (Magna Moralia)  
Sermons on the Gospels (about 40).   
Sermons on Ezekiel and the Song of Solomon 
Over 800+ Letters 
 

“…our Redeemer offers a sacrifice for us without ceasing, Who without 
intermission exhibits to the Father His Incarnation in our behalf.  For His very 
Incarnation is itself the offering for our purification, and while He shews Himself 
as Man, He is the Intercession that washes out man's misdeeds, and in the 
mystery of His Humanity He offers a perpetual Sacrifice, even because those 
things too are eternal which He purifies.”- Gregory the Great, Commentary on Job 


